Clinical ethics issues in geriatric psychiatry.
Psychiatrists face a number of ethical challenges when caring for older adults and their families. Of paramount importance is ensuring that older adults have the capacity to make decisions about their medical care and their overall welfare. Psychiatrists must remain alert for the possibility of incapacity, which, if suspected, should prompt a thorough evaluation of decisional capacities. There is a robust literature guiding clinicians conducting such evaluations. Geriatric care focuses on maintaining or improving quality of life, which is especially relevant in end-of-life situations. With the aging of the United States population, discussion must take place at a societal level regarding a fair and just distribution of medical resources. Psychiatrists must be vigilant that the mental health needs of older adults, including access to effective therapies, are addressed adequately in such discussions.